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Presented with the prospect of turning 1,000 acres of sand dune 
into a grassy sward replete with meadows, lakes, forests, and 
specialized gardens, it is likely that the current citizens of San 
Francisco would say: no. It is widely understood today that it is 
better to work with nature than against. If we were to do it over 
again, a park on what was known as the “Great Sand Bank” in the 
“Outside Lands” of San Francisco would probably be treated with 
the same attention to place evinced in the 1994 renovation of 
Crissy Field. More than 100,000 native plants were reintroduced 
at that site, and the park includes tidal wetlands, beach, and 
dunes, in a model miniature of the area’s pristine state.

If we know much better now that we knew then, still our aware-
ness of how best to coexist with the natural world continues to 
evolve. We now understand that indigenous plants and those 
acculturated to similar environments require far fewer externally 
provided resources (like water) to maintain them—and we also 
understand that resources are limited. We have a fairly recent 
and keen appreciation of the unique floristic province that is 
California, and we’re proud to celebrate the endemic plant life 
fostered in our mediterannean climate. On the other hand, we 
are still lagging in what could be termed a maturation process. 
From nature, we still want something for nothing. We assume 
our privilege—to use nature—without taking commensurate 
responsibility in caring for it.

History offers some consolation. The idea for Golden Gate 
Park grew alongside the booming populace here that resulted 
from first the Gold Rush and then the transcontinental railroad. 
In the last quarter of the 19th century, both the railroad barons 

What it MeanS to 
tend our garden 
the  M iSS ion haS  Changed 
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TIGRIDIA pAvonIA
First discovered in the oak and pine forests of Mexico, Tigridia pavo-
nia is an amazingly beautiful plant in the iris family (iridaceae). it was 
described and published in 1782 as Ferraria, a common South african 
genus. in 1802, it was determined that new World species were different 
enough to have their own name, Tigridia. Common names for this plant 
include “tiger flower” and “jaguar flower.” Created at great Britain’s 
hammersmith nursery in the month of July, this illustration is repro-
duced from volume 3 of The Botanists Repository: Comprising Colour’d 
Engravings of new and Rare plants only, with Botanical Descriptions in 
Latin and English After the Linnean System, written by henry andrews 
and published in London in 1797. it is part of a six-volume work in the 
rare book collection of the helen Crocker russell Library of horticulture.

“WHen We See Land aS a COMMunITy TO 

WHICH We BeLOnG, We May BeGIn TO uSe IT 

WITH LOve and ReSPeCT.” —aldo Leopold
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who helped build San Francisco and the citizens who populated 
it were eager to assume the national stage alongside other great 
metropolitan centers, like new york, Boston, and Philadelphia. 
Golden Gate Park was conceived to rival—and out-do—new 
york’s Central Park. Frederick Law Olmsted, the landscape archi-
tect responsible for Central Park, was approached by civic leaders. 
a man ahead of his time, Olmsted was of the opinion that the 
sand dunes selected as the future site of a great green park was not 
the right fit. He proposed a greenbelt extending along van ness 
avenue, and he suggested that it be planted with drought-tolerant 
natives. He didn’t get the job.

By various accountings, it took two to three years for the city 
to apportion the land now known as Golden Gate Park, finally 
approved by the state legislature in 1870. a very young (23) 
William Hammond Hall approached the job of designing and 
landscaping sand dunes with gusto, and in many instances upheld 
“the genius of the place,” maintaining natural landscape features 
whenever he could. Hall noticed that barley fallen out of the 
feedbag of a horse—these were pre-automobile times—sprouted 
and held sand in place, so he capitalized on the phenomenon. 
On the rolling sand dunes Hall planted barley next to slower-
growing lupine; the barley growth lasted only a few months, but 
sufficiently long for the lupine to take root. a newspaper report 
commented that at the site, “a blade of grass cannot be raised 
without four posts to keep it from blowing away,” but eventually, 
almost the entirety of the park was thus “re-claimed.”

Today, the park’s soil cover of six to 12-inches attests to the slow 
and integral processes of nature—it has taken approximately 130 
years for the fervid interactions of microbes, bugs, and decompo-
sition to create this much sustenance for the wondrous beauties 
above. Lest such an example be taken as justification for what was 
essentially a violent overthrow of the natural terrain, consider the 
Xerces butterfly. This delicate, bluish member of Lepidoptera was 
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the very first butterfly extinction directly attributable to human 
actions. The Xerces was native to the area, and as many butter-
flies do, it shared a symbiotic relationship with a native ant. The 
disruption of the indigenous balance of the Outer Lands allowed 
an invasive South american ant to gain a foothold here; it soon 
wiped out the native ant, and thus went the butterfly. 

Plans for a botanical garden were part of the process from the 
very beginning, and was specially nurtured by John McLaren, 
Park Superintendent from 1887 to 1943—that’s a long time. 
McLaren designated the current site of the Garden and initi-
ated a bond measure in 1898 to actually build it; the measure 
was defeated. Helene Strybing famously made the Garden pos-
sible with a $200,000 bequest in 1926; still, it took sustained 
effort to develop it, and it was not until 1940 that the Garden 
we know today was opened to the public. eric Walter, the first 
director of the Garden, was much beloved, and as he neared his 
eventual retirement in 1955, his friends established the Strybing 
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over 130 years of nature’s incessant labor has created about 10 inches 
of topsoil.

the “outside Lands” that eventually became golden gate park were originally sand dunes.
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arboretum Society, which as we all know supports the Garden to 
this day. These forbears, if you will, persisted until the Garden, and 
the Society, became a reality. It would behoove us today to under-
stand that we need to continue their efforts. The Garden does not 
grow by water and sunlight alone.

Golden Gate Park in general and the Garden in particular were 
originally intended to serve multiple purposes: to show off our 
cultural attainments; to provide respite from the urban milieu; and 
to provide a home for both exotic and native flora. In fostering 
contact between the green world and people, city parks have had 
something in common with the larger projects of national parks 
like yellowstone and yosemite. Our current climate crisis, responsi-
ble for the massive extinction currently underway, has radically rejig-
gered the way we look at all our “protected” green areas, and brought 
them together under a much broader definition of conservation.

The idea of containing parts of nature for human use originates in 
medieval times, when the kings of england demarcated “wilddeor-
ness,” or “the place of wild deer,” to keep their hunting passions 
stocked. It is a radical abbreviation of “manifest destiny” to say in a 
single sentence that europeans came to north america in roughly 
the 1700s, found it dense with life, and by the mid 1800s had deci-
mated not only the indigenous peoples here but the wildlife—and 
only the latter depredation was recognized as problematic. Great 
names including Ralph Waldo emerson, Henry david Thoreau, 
Theodore Roosevelt, and John Muir provide an elliptical overview 
of burgeoning conservation awareness. 

It was aldo Leopold, founder of the Wilderness Society in 1935, 
who conceptualized the “harmonization” philosophy of conser-
vation that guides much environmental thinking today. In this 
view, nature is not simply a resource for human use, whether that 
be provocation to “invite my soul,” as Walt Whitman put it, or 
for providing timber, minerals, or other raw materials for further 
production. Leopold recognized the balance of nature—that no 
one part of any wilderness could be separated or removed without 
affecting the entirety. 

One thread of the morphing conservation mindset is particularly 
relevant to those of us who love the Garden—and that is the 
shifting sense of man’s place vis a vis nature. Clearly the Kings of 
england held the wilderness as their dominion; this mindset per-
sisted through all worldwide colonial endeavor. even as a more 
sensitized approach to natural resources has emerged, and with 
it an understanding that human encroachment is quite capable of 
eliminating all of what can be called natural, we still don’t quite 
step up to the standard implicitly marked by Leopold and other 
thinkers. We are still learning that we have to give back to nature, 
or it will very soon be completely depleted.

In his wonderful book Gardens: An Essay on the Human Condition 
(Chicago university Press, 2008), Stanford professor Robert Pogue 
Harrison maintains that cultivation and care comprise the essen-
tial transaction between Homo sapiens and the garden that is our 
world. “Our human gardens may appear to us like little openings 
onto paradise in the midst of the fallen world, yet the fact that 

we must create, maintain, and care for them is the mark of their 
postlapsarian provenance….” He argues that banishment from 
the static garden of eden, which needed no mulching, no weed-
ing, no watering, is the moment that initiated our true humanity. 
Sometimes the gardening metaphor is a literal summons, and we 
should get on our hands and knees in the dirt; when it comes to 
maintaining the Garden here, it also means we should be pre-
pared to allocate dollar resources to support the rich dividends it 
wordlessly provides.

Clockwise from top: eric Walter, first director of the garden, helene 
Strybing, benefactor; William hammond hall’s residence; John McLaren, 
park Superintendent from 1887 to1943.
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